Matter of Fact 


T/ie Artful Dodger 



THE ARTFUL dodge^ is 
at work, now using a mem- 
ber of the Cabinet like a 
jackdn-the-box, now manipm 
lating this or 
that depart- 
ment’s press 
releases, and 
now master- 
minding an- 
other “now- 
you - see - it- 
n 6 w - you- 
don’t” an- 
n 0 u n c e- 
ment on one 
or a n o t her 
major matter. 

It is immensely entertain- 
ing, as well as pretty baf- 
fling, to watoh Lyndon B. 
Johnson in a period like 
this w*hen the announce- 
ment of really difficult de- 
cisions cannot be much 
longer deferred. In such 
periods, with a normal man 
in the White House, it is 
.normally possible to gauge 
the trend of the President’s 
thought. 

But with Lyndon Johnson 
in the White House, the 
mystifications are so elabo- 
rate that one sometimes 
wonders whether the Presi- 
dent knows the trend of his 
own thought. And while the 
country waits to learn what 
Mr. Johnson has really 
been thinking about the 
budget, it is worth noting 
that "all this mystification 


generally has a highly prac- 
tical purpose. 

CONSIDER, for example, 
the splendid, richly comic 
drama of the 1963 budget. 
Quite a while before his 
death, in order to get his 
tax cut through Congress, 
President Kennedy had 
given the powerful chair- 
man of the House Ways and 
Means Committee, Rep. Wil- 
bur Mills, a hard and fast 
commitment to keep the 
budget under $100 billion. 
The necessarj' work to bring 
the budget below that fig- 
ure was already well ad- 
vanced when President 
Johnson was sworn in. 

Whereupon the most won- 
derfully dramatic, superbly 
audible groans and moans 
began to be heard from the 
White House. They were 
the battle sounds of a con- 
servative Hercules, fighting 
the hundred-headed Hydra 
of left-wing extravagance. 
Bulletins were issued from 
time to time to a breathless 
Nation, suggesting that the 
Hydra had Hercules cor- 
nered. 

The President even tele- 
phoned Rep. Mills, to ask 
whether he would be satis- 
fied with a budget above 
$100 billion, only to be told 
that Mr. Kennedy’s commit- 
ment must be honored by 
his successor. Finally, a 
budget below $100 bilUon 


• By Joseph Alsop 


was breathlessly unveiled, 
as an astonishing triumph 
of hard work and fiscal re- 
sponsibility — and naturally 
in a White ^^ouse all but de- 
prived of t-iectric light, in 
order to dramatize the Presi- 
dent’s penny-pinching prin- 
ciples. 

The whole performance 
was the most glorious flim- 
flam; but it must be noted 
that the flim-flam got very 
good results; all but the 
most astute leaders of the 
business community had de- 
tested President Kennedy, 
and they would have been 
totally un-conciliated by a 
Kennedy budget below $100 
billion. But , the deliberate- 
ly staged dram« of the 1963 
budget persuaded the busi- 
nessmen that President 
Johnson was a sound fel- 
low, with his heart in the 
right place. So it began the 
immensely helpful Govern- 
ment-business reconciliation. 

Early last summer, once 
again when it becmne ap- 
parent that substantially 
larger United States forces 
were needed in Vietnam, 
there was another very in- 
teresting round of public 
play-acting. In a perfect 
glare of photographers’ 
lights, with the press of the 
whole world alerted to look 
on, the President and his 
highest advisers endlessly 
conferred, day after day. 


Day after day, the bulle- 
tins were issued, suggesting 
that the Reserves and the 
National Guard might soon 
be called up, that a state 
of war emergency perhaps 
impended, and so on and 
on. Then, very softly, the 
Nation was at last told that 
the Reserves would not be 
called up after all; that 
nothing would happen be- 
yond an increase of our 
troop strength in Vietnam. 

ONE CANNOT prove that 
the whole thing was elabo- 
rately staged from start to 
finish, as in the case of the 
1963 budget. One cannot be 
quite sure the President 
did not decide against call- 
ing up the reserves at the 
last minute. 

But one can shy with com- 
plete assurance that it all 
worked very well for the 
President. For the step that 
was taken, which was really 
a very big step, was made 
to seem no more than a 
tiny, modest step by the 
carefully created expecta- 
tion of something much big- 
ger still; and .there were 
therefore signs of relief in- 
stead of yowls of indigna- 
tion from the regular op- 
ponents of {he President’s 
Vietnamese policy. 

In short, the results of the 
flim-flam are regularly quite 
admirable, and the Presi- 
dent’s virtuoso performances 
also deserve profound ad- 
miration. (The acumen of 
those who are taken in so 
successfully is perhaps a bit 
less admirable; but that is 
another subject J 
On the other hand, when 
one of these performances is 
in progress, no one can fore- 
tell what the planned climax 
is to be. In the present case, 
for instance, all of last week’s ' 
Texas bulletins were about 
budget-cutting. 

But what is the real pur- 
pose? To prepare for a 
budget in which the Great 
Society has been sacrificed 
to the needs of the Viet- 
namese war? Or once again, 
to persuade the business 
community that all the ap- 
propriate rituals have been 
observed, and thus to pre- 
pare the way for quite an- 
other sort of budget, per- 
haps including a temporary- 
tax increase? Only God and 
Lyndon Johnson know. 
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